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Abstract  
 
This project investigates whether or not meditative practices affect empathic feelings. The project 
defines empathic feelings and then goes on to present and analyze various empirical data derived 
from neurological and behavioral studies. Two research studies are more heavily analyzed: One is 
investigating brain plasticity after empathy and compassion training whereas the second one is 
investigating empathic skills after compassion training. Hereafter, numerous aspects concerning 
modern science’s capacity to understand meditation are discussed. We argue that looking at 
empirical data is not enough to fully understand meditation’s effects on empathic feelings. An 
introduction to the philosophical aspect of meditation is made, and meditation’s effect on empathy 
is furthermore analyzed from a philosophical point of view. By bringing together the modern 
scientific paradigm and the eastern philosophical view, this project concludes that meditation does 
have an effect on empathic feelings, and this effect can have either negative or positive 
implications, depending on the intentions of the practitioner.  
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Introduction  
“Only the development of compassion and understanding for others can bring us the tranquility and 
happiness we all seek.” 
― Dalai Lama XIV 
 
Meditation and the research associated with it is on the rise in the scientific community and has been 
accelerating fast in the past few decades. Meditational practice in Western society started throughout 
the movement of the hippie subculture and popular culture of the 60's and 70’s, with travelling Eastern 
monks sparking interest in the artists and thinkers of the time. What started off as a spiritual 
fascination, eventually found itself in Western laboratories and universities. The research has since 
been an eye-opener to the benefit of spiritual techniques and schools of thought. We find the inner 
workings of human consciousness to be incredibly interesting and thus decided to delve into the part of 
meditational training that could benefit mankind by cultivating empathic feelings.  
 
We will begin our investigation by presenting several key terms and their definitions, which are 
necessary to understand in order to be able to fully comprehend the research at hand. We will continue 
by analyzing our research problem both from an empirical standpoint and a philosophical one. We will 
discuss why it is important to use various types of knowledge and bring forth a critique of the current 
Western scientific paradigm that is dominating the conversation. We conclude that other modes of 
knowledge such as contemplative science and philosophy are necessary in order to reach a broader, 
more complete understanding of the effects of meditation on empathic feelings.  
 
Problem Definition  
The following problem definition lays the foundation for our project: 
 
•   Can meditational practices be used to affect empathic feelings? 
•   If they can, how? 
 
Application of Dimensions  
In our project, we aim to clearly and thoroughly investigate concepts such as the human consciousness, 
subjective experience and empathic feelings. We will present empirical data alongside philosophical 
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reflections upon these concepts. We will investigate our problem via the lens of the often contrasting, 
yet symbiotic fields of natural science and humanities. The Buddhist theory of knowledge and its 
thinkers have, over the centuries, contributed to various fields of philosophy, such as epistemology, 
ethics and metaphysics. While these contributions have developed separately for centuries, now the 
intellectual traditions of the East and Western science collide, to no longer exist in ignorance of each 
other, aiming towards a more complementary and harmonious relation. 
 
Introspective discovery derived from meditational practice is in itself a learning process, with a focus 
on the human being as the subject where the individual's consciousness, personality, identity, and 
cognitive evolution are in focus. Our project strongly focuses on meditation, mindfulness, and 
compassion training, which can be considered learning experiences on their own, with adherent schools 
of thought. Additionally, we turn the focus on Buddhism and how this particular knowledge tradition 
has approached the fundamental question of the human condition.  
 
Definition of Meditative Practices  
One essential thing to understand about meditation is that it is a tool. A tool in the sense that the result 
of using it entirely depends on the initial intention of the user.  
 
“There are many definitions of meditation. Nevertheless, common themes are apparent. Western 
definitions emphasize that meditation is a self - regulation strategy with a particular focus on training 
attention.” (Walsh and Shapiro, 2006) 
 
As Roger Walsh puts it, meditation has many definitions and is often depending on the derivation of 
the practice. We have therefore chosen to use the term meditative practices and focus on specific 
areas within meditation.  
So how do we define the term “meditative practices”? Meditation is a practice of developing 
and maintaining full awareness which can lead to create a life of well-being. There are many different 
types, depending on the culture of derivation and the objective of effect (Davidji, 2013).  
For the purposes of this project, we will be mainly focusing on research done on mindfulness 
meditation and compassion training, and at Buddhist philosophy and thought.
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The meditational practices we will be investigating all have their roots in Buddhist tradition, it 
is therefore paramount that we understand what Buddhism is, and what it is not. 
 
Buddhism  
There are innumerous different accounts of what Buddhism is, as with any other human concept. We 
will mainly focus on the definitions presented in the books “Joy of Living” and “What makes you not a 
Buddhist”. We decided to base our definition of Buddhism on the original account of Siddhārtha 
Gautama Buddha, who is thought to be the creator of the Buddhistic school of thought (meditation and 
philosophy).  
It is a common misconception that Buddha was a person. In fact, the word Buddha simply 
means "awakened one" or "the enlightened one". Siddhārtha Gautama became Buddha and used his 
insight to form the Buddhist school of thought in order to end human suffering. Meditation has been 
practiced for thousands of years, but is believed to have been first introduced Siddhārtha Gautama 
Buddha two and a half centuries ago. (O’brien, 2014)  
 
Siddhārtha Gautama was a prince, living a luxurious life, surrounded by nothing but blooming life and 
beauty. His father, in order to protect him from the hardships of life, forbade him to venture outside the 
palace walls. When he finally gained his father's permission to see the outside world, he found himself 
facing the unbearable truth of old-age, death, and disease for the first time. Struck by a feeling of 
despair upon realizing that nothing is permanent and that him and his family, too, will die one day, he 
ended up leaving his home and turning to a life of ascesis. He then sat under a tree for many years and 
meditated on human suffering and its source. It was there he realized that life as we see it is an illusion 
and that everything can be explained by these four truths, also known as the four seals: 
 
All compounded things are impermanent. 
All emotions are pain. 
All things have no inherent existence. 
Nirvana is beyond concepts.  
(Khyentse, 2008)  
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If you adhere to these four truths, you are said to be “walking the path of the Buddha”. In other words, 
you are walking the road to enlightenment. The author of “What make you not a Buddhist”, Dzongsar 
Jamyang Khyentse, when explaining the four seals, makes an important point:  
 
“They are secular truths based on wisdom, and wisdom is the primary concern of the Buddhist. Morals 
and ethics are secondary.” (Khyentse, 2008)  
 
These truths are the fundamental tenets of Buddhist philosophy free of theological interpretations. 
Thus, Buddhism at its core is not a religion, but can be considered a form of science. It is a method of 
exploring your inner experience through different techniques in order to understand the theory and 
practice of how your mind can work non-judgmentally and thereby freeing oneself from suffering. 
Morals and ethics are secondary to the Buddhist tradition and can be seen more as a byproduct of 
enlightenment rather than strict tenets to be followed. 
Buddhism has several meditative techniques, but we do not intend to focus on any particular 
one. However, a further explanation of the philosophy behind Buddhistic meditation will be made in 
the analysis. Buddhism becomes relevant for our main focus of study, which is a new meditative 
practice developed in the Western world. It derives from Buddhism and has lately received a lot of 
attention. The name of it is mindfulness (Shapiro, 2006).  
 
Mindfulness  
There are variations on how mindfulness is defined (Sveistrup et al, 2009). One could say that the word 
has different meanings depending on the context. Mark R. Leary and Eleanor B. Tate, presents the 
word in “Multi-Faceted Nature of Mindfulness” in three different ways.  
First of all, a person can be innately mindful by possessing a congenital skill, thus being 
mindful is further understood as a characterization of a person rather than a state of being. But when 
speaking of mindfulness as a state of being, it is implied that one is mindful in the moment. This 
expression can be understood as being conscious in the present in a particular way, comprehended as 
observing the very present moment without judgement. However, the definition of mindfulness we are 
referring to in this paper, is the third definition; the meditative mindfulness practice that was introduced 
to the Western world by Jon Kabat-Zinn.  
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Jon Kabat-Zinn was heavily influenced by Buddhist meditation in his development of the Mindfulness-
Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) training. Jon was first introduced to meditation during his study at 
MIT, at a lecture given by Zen missionary Philip Kapleau. He later took the Buddhistic techniques 
within meditation and awareness training and applied it to Western cognitive therapy. This became 
what we now know as Mindfulness (Jeff Wilson, 2014).  
 
Mindfulness training was developed as a therapeutic practice to cope with stress and negative emotions 
(Sveistrup et al, 2009). It is based on being fully aware in the present moment without further 
deliberation of what happens. The practice of mindfulness requires to keep the mind open to whatever 
enters one’s field of awareness and observe that without any form of judgement. As mentioned, it 
contains the same aspects as concentrative meditation including breathing and concentrative focus 
exercises. But the mindfulness developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn is a therapeutic form of meditation with 
the goal of observing the external and internal stimuli, hence the inner feelings and thoughts and the 
outer impressions from the senses without applying commentary. It differs from concentrative 
meditation in the sense that the mind is more flexible to observe the object of awareness, whereas the 
concentrative meditation is more contracted (Sveistrup et al, 2009). We will be using Jon Kabat-Zinn’s 
definition of mindfulness in this project. 
Being mindful provides one with the ability to be aware in a certain way, to be observing of the 
present moment without judgement (Kabat-Zinn, 1996).  
 
The first step into mindfulness training is cultivating compassion and friendliness towards others and 
oneself through compassion training (Klimecki et al. 2013 - Supplementary Data). Jon Kabat-Zinn’s 
methods usually involve meditation sittings with breathing, body scans, and concentrative mind 
training. Applied to this, an instructor is guiding participants to cultivate their compassion and cultivate 
warmth towards themselves and other beings (Kabat-Zinn, 1996). Thus, compassion training is a 
mindfulness based program with the purpose of cultivating compassion towards oneself and others.  
 
Compassion Training  
Compassion training has become a popular practice and is used in many communities today. Among 
others, it is also used in research investigating emotions and physiological changes cohering to this. 
The researches presented in this project use compassion based training with slightly different methods, 
however, these differences are not crucial.  
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When referring to meditative practices in this project, we are referring to Buddhistic meditation and 
mindfulness practice. We will refer to Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche’s definition of meditative practices, 
which we believe covers both meditations:  
 
“Meditation is actually a very simple exercise in resting in the natural state of your present mind, and 
allowing yourself to be simply and clearly present to whatever thoughts, sensations, or emotions 
occur.” (Rinpoche, 2007)  
 
We have now defined the practices and techniques used to cultivate empathic feelings. Next, we need 
to thoroughly understand the subject of empathic feelings in order to grasp if, how and why these 
methods might provide results. We will therefore be defining what constitutes as empathic feelings 
before going into the analysis.  
 
Introduction to Empathic Feelings  
In order to present a comprehensible idea of what we mean by empathic feelings, we will split these 
into three concepts; sympathy, empathy, and compassion. 
 
These terms have changed and taken on different meanings throughout history and are often confused 
and misused, even in the present day. As we have come across different explanations during the course 
of our research project, distinctions between these terms must be made for the purpose of clarity. The 
nuances between these three may be difficult to fathom without explaining both the concepts and the 
mechanisms behind them.  
 
Empathy  
There are popular misconceptions regarding the definition of empathy. Three popular misconceptions 
are thinking of empathy as:  
1. feeling sorry for other 
2. feeling overwhelmed by an “other's” feelings 
3. of being kind and altruistic to other  
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Although these happenings are closely related to empathy, they do not necessarily define it. As each of 
these happenings are related to empathy and one another, it might be difficult to untangle the meanings 
behind them without delving deeper into the origin of empathy and the mechanisms behind it.  
One of the first attempts to conceptualize empathy comes from the German philosopher, Robert 
Fisher. Upon observing a piece of artwork, he experienced a feeling of embodying and understanding 
to such an extent, that he felt as if he was one with it. He attempted to explain this phenomenon by 
labeling it with the word “Einfuhlung”, literally translated as “feeling into”. This label was later in 
1908 integrated into English as empathy (Lim, 2013). The definition of the word has changed with 
history, as it has come into focus again, in the research world, around the mid seventies. Over the 
course of the last 30 years, many scientists and philosophers alike have found interest in exploring the 
mechanisms behind empathy, the importance to understand how empathy works and its implications to 
society.   
Many current researchers focus on empathy as a complex and layered system, consisting of 
both affective and cognitive functions. The cognitive aspects of empathy are considered secondary - 
they develop as we form our identity and learn to differentiate between ourselves and the others (de 
Waal, 2008). We usually think of empathy between human beings, but one could argue that the range 
of 'other' one can empathize with, varies from person to person. The thread throughout all these cases is 
the subjective quality of the individual experience. We can dub this subjective experience as the act of 
empathizing. (Lim, 2013) 
 
Empathizing  
We could say that empathizing “is the attempt of one who is self-aware to understand and 
even vicariously experience the other's situation and emotional state.” (Baron-Cohen, 2006). 
Empathizing doesn't mean only knowing the other person is unhappy. It is us, not only being 
unhappy upon witnessing other's unhappiness, but also experiencing genuine, shared happiness 
along with the other, allowing the gap between ourselves and the other to dissolve, fuelling 
connection. As Jeremy Rifkin points out in his speech on “The Empathic Civilization”: “We are 
soft wired to experience another's plight as if we are experiencing it ourselves. [...] 
Empathic extension is the only human expression that creates true equality between people. 
When one empathises with another, distinctions begin to melt away. The very act of identifying with 
another’s struggle as if it were one’s own is the ultimate expression of a sense of equality. These 
findings show that we are actually soft wired for sociability, attachment, companionship and 
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affection, rather than aggression, violence and self - interest. The ability to quickly and 
automatically relate to the emotional states of others is believed to be essential for the regulation of 
social interactions, coordinated activity, and cooperation toward shared goals. People have tried to 
explain some of the emergent properties of the process of empathizing.” (Rifkin, 2010) 
Increased evidence shows that the brain might be wired for social connection. But what 
exactly happens when we empathize? Simply put, we receive a piece of complex emotional 
information about the other's emotional state. We are affected by this emotional state. Then we have 
to process this input, asses it and finally, come up with an adequate response.  
 
Empathy & Imitation  
Frans De Waal's research on the evolution of empathy suggests a strong link between perception 
and action. As we mentioned before, the mechanism of empathizing comprises of both affective and 
cognitive processes. When we empathize, our “[p]erception of the emotional state of another 
automatically activates shared representations causing a matching emotional state in the observer” 
This is called emotional activation (de Waal, 2008). We have so little control over empathic 
activation that we often automatically close our eyes in the face of other's suffering. De Waal's 
research also shows that empathizing shares certain motivational traits with imitation and those are: 
a.) shared representations 
b.) identification with others based on a physical similarity, shared experience and social closeness 
c.) spontaneity or automacity” (de Waal, 2008). 
 
de Waal arguments for this possible connection with the research done on highly empathic 
individuals showing a higher level of unconscious mimicry. In autism, on the other hand, low levels 
of both empathizing and imitation are present.  
It is proven that these affective and cognitive responses are based on familiarity, which 
means that a person is more likely to empathize with and help a bodily similar, socially close 
individual. (de Waal, 2008)  
 
Sympathy  
Sympathy is the appraisal and an understanding of what caused the other's emotional state. It was also 
defined by Frans B. M. de Waal as cognitive empathy. (de Waal, 2008). This stage doesn't necessarily 
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imply sharing the emotion of other, rather an attempt to understand, a sort of cognitive awareness of 
the cause of another's emotion.  
The possible problem with sympathy is, that it is a cognitive process, thus, the focus is on 
awareness, i.e. realising that we are dealing with a person who is in distress and therefore their 
situation is deserving our attention. “Sympathy does not necessarily require feeling any kind of 
congruent emotions on part of the observer, a detached recognition or representation that the other is in 
need or suffers might be sufficient.” (Stoljar, 2001)  
A hierarchy is built as soon as there is a person in distress. The observed automatically becomes 
the inferior receiver of help and the observer becomes patronising towards the sufferer, thus satiating 
their personal needs. Care and concern are shown, yet the motivation of this help is in essence 
egocentric. Osho sees feelings of sympathy as a kind of deception (Rajneesh, 2015).  
A sympathetic response typically sounds like this: “I'm sorry for your loss” or “Poor you, I 
hope you are coping well.” It is easy for sympathy to slide into feelings of pity, and thus sympathy 
drives disconnection rather than unity (Nowak, A. (2015). As Osho claims, “[sympathy] is ninety-nine 
per cent false.” The distinction between us and the other which is key to the functioning of sympathy is 
non existent when it comes to empathizing.  
Although empathizing is crucial for functioning human relationships and successful social 
interactions, excessive sharing of others’ feelings and emotions may become overwhelming and be a 
cause of one's distress, resulting in a potential so-called burnout. By feeling into others we always put 
ourselves in a very vulnerable position, as this internalisation of emotions might often lead to 
emotional distress. In other words, to better understand other's suffering we need to connect with our 
own recognized, imagined or copied personal distress. This can naturally induce cripling states in the 
observer. (Klimecki, 2013) 
This is because Empathy occurs immediately and leaves no emotional space between the 
individual and the sufferer. In order to move past the feelings of empathic distress, when witnessing the 
suffering of others and to avoid excessive sharing of negative affect, we need to cultivate our 
compassion. The process of expanding one's capacity for compassion is called equanimity. 
 
Equanimity  
We have defined sympathy and empathy, and how the two interact as well limit each other. The two 
abo 
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We mentioned can often be seen as an obstacle for therapists, doctors and other professionals working 
with people who suffer. Having empathy means feeling another’s pain, which can lead to negative 
affect and have a negative influence on these professionals, often leading to depression or emotional 
burnout. The way of coping with this phenomenon, is called equanimity.  
Equanimity is a skill that enables one to withhold feelings and actions in a balanced way. In 
other words, a state of non-self interference. It is tied to the empathic levels as a way of controlling 
empathic feelings. Cultivating equanimity enables one to naturally control the level of identification 
with another individual’s emotions and furthermore choose when compassion is most efficient. It is 
often confused with suppression of feelings and apathy. But apathy is indifference to objective events 
whereas equanimity is non-interference with the subjective events (Young, S.). Equanimity is not a 
suppression of feelings, but rather a skill of knowing when and where to express empathic feelings 
such as compassion. It gives a certain quality of compassion to help the unimpaired subject to cope 
with the feelings received from the suffering subject. Equanimity is a tool that can be used by therapists 
to limit their identifying with their patients’ distress in order to protect themselves (Fulton, 2005, 
chapter 3). But equanimity is not only beneficial for therapists. Say that someone close to you is 
suffering. What do we do by nature? We want to help. But if the person suffering is not susceptible to 
our help, we will feel frustrated for being worthless, or even feel guilty. By cultivating equanimity, we 
are able to recognize the pain of others and approach it with a more balanced empathic feeling. 
Therefore, equanimity is an aspect, and in most cases a tool, of empathic feelings. We will look into 
how equanimity can be cultivated further in the analysis of the empirical research.  
 
Compassion  
Compassion is empathy subjected to suffering, with a desire to alleviate it. 
Compassion is a more cognitive process than empathy, with a sense of self-awareness, although not to 
be confused with Sympathy. A compassionate response would be one that is based on an assessment of 
another's emotional states and consequent formation of an appropriate response to them, which benefits 
the other, rather than me. Frans de Waal refers to it as empathic perspective taking. We aspire to form a 
targeted reaction that is fitting and beneficial to the other's current state, referred to as targeted helping 
(de Waal, 2008). 
 
In other words, it is empathy translated into action, with an aspect of distance - not a cold, emotionless 
distance, yet the one brought in by wisdom and the ability to see a larger picture and to control our 
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emotions. It is rid of fear and panic and thus provides certain space between ourselves and the sufferer, 
allowing us to deal with suffering rationally and constructively, rather than becoming overwhelmed 
with our feelings of empathy towards their pain. The predominantly cognitive dimension of 
compassion is in contrast with the reactive component of empathy. What differentiates compassion 
from empathy is the element of action. It is taking a step from “How nice would it be if they didn't 
need to suffer” to “I will help to cease their suffering!”, with an ultimate goal of helping the other. A 
personal benefit in this case is an unintended consequence, not the main goal. A compassionate action 
requires to empathise, then take a step back and consider how to help the other feel better and cope.  
 
[...] If someone feels superior or inferior in status to another and therefore different and alien, 
it becomes difficult to experience their plight or joy as one’s own. [...] Empathy is a communion of 
kindred spirits, and it’s elicited in a temporal and spatial zone that transcends distinctions based on 
social status” (Rifkin, 2010) 
 
One can simplify the relationship between the different empathic steps as such: 
 
Sympathy focuses on awareness; 
Empathy focuses on experience; and  
Compassion focuses on action.  
 
Now that we have defined the most quintessential aspects of our investigative sphere of research, we 
are ready to delve into the analytical process of finding out whether or not meditative practices have an 
effect on empathic feelings. Our first investigative method, will be mostly empirical. We will be 
presenting an overview of empirical research done within contemporary Western modern science on 
the subject of meditational techniques.  
 
Empirical Analysis  
“While little is known regarding whether meditation training actually enhances empathic behaviour in 
daily life, increasing evidence suggests that meditation may positively impact a range of factors that - 
while not sufficient for compassionate behavior in and of themselves - are nonetheless known to impact 
empathic mental processes and their underlying neural correlates.” (Klimecki et al., 2013) 
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Meditative practices are becoming increasingly integrated into Western health care as we further 
discover more of the potential benefits. One of the most researched meditation practices is mindfulness. 
Thanks to Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn and his development of a Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction program 
(MBSR) and the integration of it into Western health care, mindfulness has become a remarkably 
mainstream tool for healthcare and psychotherapy in recent years. Not only is it being used to enhance 
public health and well-being, but a variety of inter disciplined experts are pursuing meditative lifestyles 
themselves, while advocating the benefits of meditation within their fields, as well as in general. 
Within the growing field of meditative research, or contemplative science (Schmidt and Walach, 2013), 
contributions include multidimensional input from researchers with different disciplinary backgrounds. 
Dr. Stefan Schmidt states that “most researchers meditate themselves. Some even argue that you 
cannot work in this area at all, if you do not have your own first person experience” (Schmidt and 
Walach, 2013). Schmidt thereafter claims that the meditative practice of researchers is a driving force 
in the shared conceptualizations and understandings of discoveries.  
Another prominent field that is experiencing a wave of influence from meditation is the field of 
mental health care, or psychology. There is a movement of psychologists that are promoting the 
magnitude of benefits within their own personal practice of meditation and the application of it in their 
clinical practice. In his chapter about “Mindfulness as Clinical Training”, Dr. Paul Fulton discusses 
openly the familiarity of therapists with issues like keeping attention during sessions and with how 
judgement of others can arise proportionally to judgment of one’s self. Conversely, Fulton states that a 
person who is at peace with themselves are less likely to find fault in others. Fulton believes that 
mindfulness cultivates qualities that “establish strong therapeutic alliances”, thus enhancing the quality 
of the therapeutic relationship and increasing patient’s success’.  Fulton states that with meditation, 
“(...) we [therapists] become familiar with the tendency of our own minds to build imaginary scenarios, 
which we inhabit as if they are real. As this capacity deepens, we simultaneously enhance our ability to 
see how our patients (and others as well) engage in the same process of construction. We become more 
acute in our ability to see their minds.” He believes that the development of this interconnected mindset 
makes better therapists.  
The implications of meditating researchers, scientists, doctors, psychologists, as well as the 
increasingly observed psychological, emotional and behavioral advancements from the psychological 
standpoint, can help illuminate the concept that empathic feelings can be cultivated and strengthened 
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through meditative practices. In the following portion, we will discuss some empirical evidence that 
creates a foundation for this philosophical theory.  
 
There are four observable areas from a neuroscientific standpoint that are affected by mindfulness. The 
areas proven most modifiable by mindfulness are attention regulation, body awareness, emotion 
regulation, and self-perception. Discoveries of these modifications are based on functional and 
structural changes documented by brain imaging techniques such as fMRI or EEG scans (Esch, 2014).  
Although research and fMRI scans have shown that meditation practices result in subjectively 
different inner experiences, which is evidenced in varying neural responses produced from subjects 
with the same level and type of meditative expertise (Hinterberger, 2013), it can still be argued that, to 
some extent, empathic abilities are generally heightened by meditative practices. Studies have shown 
even brief improvements in prosocial behaviors in college aged students who followed a three-week 
mindfulness meditation app program on their cellphones in comparison to an active control group that 
followed an app for cognition and memory (Lim, Condon & DeSteno, 2015).  
 
So what is it that suggests mindfulness can have an effect on the human’s capacity for empathy? If we 
consider the four areas that display enhanced effects from mindfulness practice, we might imagine that 
they are four separate categories but underlying them is a unifying link in the way that they work 
together to overall enhance an individual's subjective experience of their reality. This in turn might play 
a causal role in their social domain and their constructed view of others.  
 
Attention Regulation  
There is a lot of focus on research for understanding how attention regulation is affected by 
mindfulness. Studies have shown that most humans experience something called a “default” brain 
mode, also sometimes known as “resting” brain mode (Mrazek, Mooneyham and Schooler, 2015 p. 
227). It is known as resting or default mode because it is the brain state that accompanies a person 
when they are in a resting state, or not actively focusing on an activity. The brain regions that are active 
during the default state are also correlated with regions that are accessed when an individual is self-
reflecting and when their mind is wandering. Therefore, there is reason to believe that there is a 
relationship between brain activity when an individual is self-referencing, when they are in the default 
brain mode, and when their mind is wandering. Simply put, most humans tend to regularly and 
automatically self-reference while not being absolutely mindfully aware of the moment. In fact, studies 
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have shown that advanced meditators exhibit a reduction of default mode network activation (Mrazek, 
Mooneyham and Schooler, 2015). 
Practicing mindfulness might directly affect the default brain mode because when one is 
mindful, they practice bringing their attention to the present moment without mental commentary. 
Mindfulness might also intervene with the default brain mode because with practice, there is a decrease 
in frequent self-referencing, most likely as a result of attention being more easily alerted when thoughts 
get carried away, thus there is also a decrease in mind wandering.  
How does attention regulation relate to a person's ability to empathize? Mindfulness cultivates a 
space in an individual’s mind where they can observe their thoughts and emotions from an open, non-
judgmental perspective. By developing self-observation and a decrease in frequent self-referencing, we 
can start to see how the ability to focus one’s attention can enhance an individual's empathic 
receptability (Trautwein, Naranjo and Schmidt, 2013). Along with the decrease of incessant self-
referencing, there is also a diminished need for attaching self aggrandizing biases which are 
components in self-centered thoughts and behaviors (Trautwein, Naranjo and Schmidt, 2013). Thus, 
mindfulness practices can, at a basic level, reduce self-centered thought patterns and behaviors which 
can incidentally enhance a person's perception of interconnectivity. The diminished self-referencing 
also correlates to a lower amount of self-perceived suffering due to the separation of ruminating 
thoughts from the individual's experience of the moment. Dr. Daniel J. Siegel says, “Mindful 
awareness (...) generates awareness of awareness and attention to intention” (Siegel 2007). By 
strengthening one’s attention, non judgmentally to thoughts, behaviors, and bodily sensations there is a 
chance to objectively be aware of the constructs of one’s mind. Cultivating a nonjudgmental approach 
to ourselves and reducing self-oriented thinking can reverberate in the way we think about and 
understand others. Enhancing attention on a very basic level can also foster an individual’s capacity to 
listen genuinely and non-judgmentally to others. 
 
Body Awareness  
The second area of significance that is proven affected by mindfulness is an individual's body 
awareness. The importance for a person to feel connected to their body can be appreciated when we 
consider survivors of childhood trauma such as physical or sexual abuse. Many trauma survivors of 
these sorts often report feeling disconnected from their bodies or certain body parts (Follette et al., 
2015). Frequently, trauma survivors create destructive coping methods such as avoidance, substance 
abuse, and self-defeating thoughts and behaviors to name a few. Without intervention, many may 
Group	  11	  	   Roskilde	  University	  	   21.12.15	  
	  
18	  
endure hostile conditions due to a diminished self-image. Damage to an individual’s self-image can 
have a residual effect on their social relationships, for example an abused person who allows enduring 
abuse from their partner, believing they deserve the abuse or that no one else will love them. Or a 
parent who was raised in a hostile environment regenerating their childhood conditions and imposing 
them on their children. 
Reports are showing the valuable contributions that meditative practices such as loving-
kindness and compassion meditation1, as well as mindfulness are having from a clinical approach, 
especially when working with trauma survivors. When survivors are able to cultivate self-compassion2 
for themselves, they can in turn, express that compassion outward towards others. Many express “their 
compassion through a desire to reach out and help minimize other’s suffering” (Follette et al., 2015, p. 
72). Meditative practices are well known for their ability to develop acceptance, or the ability to refrain 
from judgement while experiencing things as they are, which can have a direct effect on physiological 
and psychological stress. Mindfulness practices have the potential to elicit a so-called “relaxation 
response” which is a physiological reaction that is the antagonist of the “stress response”. This could be 
responsible for some observed clinical effects of meditation on stress-associated diseases such as 
cardiovascular, immune, pro inflammatory, or neurodegenerative diseases including anxiety and 
depression (Esch 2014, p. 155). Mindfulness in conjunction with health care is also being used as a tool 
to reduce symptoms of pain. 
The physiological reduction of pain and stress as well as its associated diseases can directly 
benefit an individual's well-being and consequently lower self-perceived suffering. A reduction in self-
perceived suffering by disengagement from frequent self-referencing, can also have a causal effect on a 
person's potential to develop their empathic abilities. This is likely because the ability to mindfully 
observe the meditators potential for suffering can resonate with the perception of other’s suffering 
(Trautwein, Naranjo and Schmidt, 2013, p. 187). Accordingly, regions in the brain that correlate with 
body awareness that are activated by mindfulness also “include areas and modalities that are needed 
for resonance with others” (Esch, 2014 p. 161). Simply put, brain regions and neural pathways that 
contribute to empathy and compassion can be reinforced through meditative practices (Esch, 2014).  
 
                                                
1 Loving-­kindness  and  compassion  meditation  here  refer  to  two  parallel  practices  that  focus  on  generating  
unconditional  love  and  compassion  for  oneself  and  others 
2 Self-­compassion  here  is  meant  as  the  act  of  unconditionally  accepting,  loving  and  caring  for  oneself   
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Emotion Regulation  
The third area that is affected by mindfulness is an individual's ability to regulate their emotions. As 
Buddhist psychologist Dr. Miles Neale states in an interview, practicing mindfulness “short circuits a 
lot of psychological, emotional and behavioral reaction habits” (Neale, 2015). According to Dr. Tobias 
Esch, the field of neurobiology distinguishes three levels of the limbic system which is the portion of 
our brain that modulates emotion and motivation. The lower and middle levels are generally difficult to 
consciously control and these are the regions involved in unconsciously, or automatically evaluating 
affects and emotions. The upper level however has an ability to influence the regulation of emotions. 
This upper level is connected to cortical brain regions and is sometimes called the paralimbic system.  
Dr. Esch suggests that the paralimbic system can be thought of as a bridge from the more 
autonomic emotional responses to the rationality of our cortical system, and this bridge might possibly 
be strengthened by mindfulness practice (Esch 2014). By strengthening the neural bridge between 
reasoning cognition and autonomic emotional responses, an individual might be more able to negate 
autonomic responses by becoming aware of the thought patterns that spiral into negative emotions and 
reactions. 
 
Another noteworthy component developed by mindfulness is the ability of acceptance, which can also 
play a causal role in emotion regulation. By practicing mindfulness, an individual can develop 
acceptance of their inner sensations and experiences as well as their external experiences. Acceptance 
can simply be defined as the ability to accept what is being experienced without attempting to regulate. 
Dr. Paul Fulton says that mindfulness is acceptance in action. He means that by repeatedly bringing 
one’s attention to the present moment in a non-judgmental manner, while neither ruminating about 
what is unpleasant nor regarding the pleasant qualities of the moment, one develops the ability to just 
be in the moment. Thus training in mindfulness can have a direct effect on a person's capacity for 
acceptance. Competence in acceptance can allow for a reduction in suppressing one’s emotions and 
increase an individual’s ability to accept their negative emotions, or simply to accept themselves as a 
person who has negative emotions.  
If we consider people who are anxious or depressive, whom typically might have perpetual 
negative thought patterns, then we can see where mindfulness could potentially help their emotional 
reactions and acceptability to these thoughts. If mindfulness develops our attention capabilities, then 
we can imagine that a person who practices mindfulness will be more attentive to their thoughts and 
emotions. Therefore, they will also be more able to notice when their negative thought patterns are 
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occurring and can more easily shift their attention back to the present moment. This is supported by 
studies which have indicated that meditation activates brain regions that are associated with more 
adaptive responding to stressful and negative situations (Davis and Hayes, 2011). Also noteworthy are 
the implications of a study by Dr. Dan Siegel, about the way in which mindfulness develops an 
individual's self-observational abilities which neurologically disengages automatic pathways created 
from prior learning and enables present moment input to be integrated in a new way (Davis and Hayes, 
2011).   
We can see how this research information correlates to an individual's ability to regulate their emotions 
better, but how does that tie into developing a person's empathic abilities?  
As mentioned prior, the paralimbic bridge that can be strengthened by meditation is also 
correlated with brain areas that subjectively contribute to the experience of connectedness, affiliation, 
and acceptance (Esch, 2014). Thus, meditation seems to have an effect on a person's ability to 
desensitize themselves from negative thoughts and emotions while enhancing their “compassion, 
openness, and equanimity” (Esch 2014, p. 162). The ability to regulate one’s emotional sensitivity and 
reactivity can consequently have an echoing effect in their social interactions and relationships. This is 
easy to imagine when we consider how an individual might be unable to consider another person’s 
emotions if their own emotions are not balanced or in control.  
 
Self-Perception  
The last area, pertaining to the ‘self’ is one of the most philosophically contemplated areas of human 
consciousness. When it comes to self-perception, many of us might be able to relate to having a self-
image in our mind of an identity of who we want to be or how we want the world to see us. This ‘ideal’ 
self is likely a mentally constructed identity that might typically be different than how we perceive 
ourselves in actuality. The constructed self-ideal may never align with a person in actuality because it 
is frequently changing as our minds constantly construct new ideals as our environment and society 
change around us. We might consider that issues concerning self-identity can arise when our ideal self 
and perceived self are not in alignment. Meditation seems to be a tool in which we can alter the 
relationship with ourselves by adjusting our perception of what is ideal. 
As evidenced by research on the default brain mode, the ‘self’ for most of us seems to be a 
central point of reference which is built upon with self attributions and biases in order to construct and 
maintain an identity separate and unique from others. Having an identity that is distinct from others 
might require protection in order to be sustained and with the addition of self-attributed biases, this self 
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might construct a reality where they feel more deserving than others. This type of egocentrism can 
possibly lead to the creation of distorted images of the self and others in order to fit their constructed 
view of reality.  
Mindfulness has been shown to have an effect on self-perception through different paths. While 
training mindfulness, a person can learn not to identify with thoughts, perceptions, and feelings. This is 
a concept known as de-centering or dis-identification, and through this, an individual can develop a 
more “mindful and distanced handling of stressful thoughts, emotions, psychosocial, or mental stress” 
and reduce over-identifying with the ego (Esch 2014, p. 162). These benefits might be a consequence 
of mindfulness practice because when one trains in mindfulness “inner evaluations like judgement or 
appraisal are reduced” and consequently default brain mode activity seems to be inhibited (Esch 2014 p 
163). With the inhibition of self-aggrandizing, or self-centered thoughts and behaviors, mindfulness 
training can begin to dissolve the artificial boundaries that define our separateness and we can begin to 
conceptualize the ubiquity of suffering (Fulton, 2005). 
Mindfulness can also affect self-perception by means of acceptance and awareness. With the 
ability to be aware of ourselves through mindful awareness of our thoughts and emotions, a person has 
the ability to observe themselves. Self-observation allows for a reorienting of thoughts and behaviors 
that a person might be critical of in regards to themselves, thus the connection between an individual’s 
perceived self and ideal self can become more aligned. Also, when an individual develops a non-
judgemental awareness of themselves, which is a component of mindfulness, the individual can also 
foster acceptance of themselves alongside. A person who is aware and accepts themselves are more 
likely to be emotionally balanced and open towards others. 
In other words, through meditation an individual can gain the insight that all sentient beings 
want to be happy and free from suffering. This insight can be gained when one begins to realize that 
the narrative they tell themselves and the reality they have constructed is not necessarily absolute. 
When perception switches and an individual can observe their narrative thoughts as something that 
they are not intrinsically bound to, this in turn facilitates a reduction of incessant self-occupation that is 
evidenced by the default brain mode. A reduction of self-occupation can lay the foundation for opening 
a person’s mind to allow space for considering others. This might be attributed to the possibility that 
there might be less fears and barriers between others and oneself with the diminishment of self-
protective thoughts and negative ruminations that are a component of self-referencing. From a 
neurological perspective, it has been discovered that there are overlapping brain regions involved in 
self-other processing, especially in the relation to the observation of others in pain (Klimecki et al., 
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2013). An easy example might be when you wince at seeing someone severely injure themselves. This 
can suggest that at a fundamental level humans posses the quality to empathize, or share emotions and 
pain, possibility because we are neurologically designed with overlapping brain regions involved in 
self-other processing. 
 
The concept of the self has historically been questioned and in some cases, the self is thought of as 
merely a cognitive construct. Eastern Philosophies such as Buddhism suggest that the ‘self’ is illusory. 
Thanks to the development of brain imaging technologies, coupled with the rising popularity of 
meditation used in Western medicine and psychology, science is beginning to uncover information 
about processes in the human brain which align with the possibility that self and other are 
neurologically and conceptually connected. An increase in research on brain regions involved with 
specifically trying to understand self-other connectedness are providing insight that certain meditative 
practices might shape introspective experience and behavior, intensifying empathy, compassion, and 
altruism (Trautwein 2014, Hutcherson et al., 2014, Klimecki et al. 2013, Lutz et al., 2008). 
To simplify the understanding of self-other connectedness, we can consider mental functioning 
of the self as a spectrum spanning between self-centeredness on one end and self-other connectedness 
on the other (Trautwein, Naranjo and Schmidt, 2013). With that in mind, it is easy to imagine that an 
individual that encompasses self-centered behaviors such as giving high importance to their self 
relative to others and pervasively reinforcing their self with biases, might have a difficult time 
incorporating others into their mental processing. 
 
One aspect of the self named by William James as the “me” self (James, 2014) has been widely 
accepted as a “cognitive entity - an organized knowledge, or theory of self-related information- which 
is reflected in the perception of having a particular identity” (Trautwein, Naranjo and Schmidt, 2013 p. 
177). As previously mentioned, brain regions activated while reflecting upon the self overlap strongly 
with brain regions whose activity can be observed while also in default state and when the mind is 
wandering. It appears then that mental functioning in most cases is centered on an individual's concept 
of their “self”. This idea ties in with studies showing that attention and memory processing seem to be 
more automatic and preferential when it is self-relevant information (Trautwein, Naranjo and Schmidt, 
2013). Motivated by the pursuit of self-esteem, individuals may be susceptible to protect and 
aggrandize the self by distorting reality with self-serving biases in order to feel valuable. This might in 
part be attributable to Western ideologies of independence and individuality.  
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The notion of the self as an identity that is completely separate from others might contribute to 
an individual’s ability to develop self-centered thoughts and behaviors through repeatedly attaching 
self-referential concepts to protect their individual identity.  
Studies of meditative practices are beginning to shed light on the self and other as 
interconnected as evidenced from brain scans in which regions involved with self processing and other 
processing overlap (Hutcherson, Seppala & Gross, 2014). Siegel (2007 p. 384) states, “we are 
relational creatures and the self is created in part with in relationships” and this can be attributed to 
understandings in developmental psychology of the importance of relationships beginning in infancy. 
This can be argued with implications from a study by Hutcherson and colleagues (2014) where social 
connection3 exercises evoked overall increases in a broad region of the cortex encompassing both the 
anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) and the medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC) both of which are regions 
associated with self-oriented processing. The implications of overlapping networks involved in self and 
other processing might signify that humans are innately capable of including others into our thought 
processing. Thus, excluding variations, we might naturally be inclined to empathic sharing of feelings 
and emotions.  
 
So far it has been discussed that meditation, through practices such as mindfulness, can enhance an 
individual’s capacity for empathy. Yet there is reason to consider that enhancing one’s ability to 
empathically feel and understand the emotion states of others, can also simultaneously increase 
negative affect as well. A study by Klimecki and colleagues (2013) has produced some interesting 
findings on the neural circuitry of empathic feeling. They discovered that empathy training induced 
plasticity4 in the anterior insula (AI) and the anterior midcingulate cortex (aMCC) which are regions 
that activate with negative affects both during self-experienced pain and when observing another's 
suffering (Klimecki et al., 2013).  
Similar findings correlate in a study by Lutz et al (2008), as their research using fMRI and PET5 
scans demonstrated that while witnessing another person in emotional distress, neuronal networks 
                                                
3   Social  connection  is  defined  here  by  Hutcherson  (2014)  as  the  subjective  feeling  of  friendship,  
love  and  caring  that  can  be  felt  both  from  and  towards  others. 
	  
4 Referring  to  Neuroplasticity  which  is  neurological  rewiring  in  the  brain  that  occurs  as  a  result  of  experience  
(Davis  &  Hayes,  2011) 
5 PET-­  A  Positron  Emission  Tomography  scan  is  an  imaging  technique  that  uses  a  radioactive  substance  to  
show  how  tissues  and  organs  are  working. 
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involved in processing that state in one’s self were also activated. The ability to empathically share 
emotions with others is a vital part of human social behavior, but if this becomes excessive while 
sharing negative emotions, this can lead to something called burnout. Burnout can be characterized by 
exhaustion as well as psychological or emotional stress, often leading to a loss of motivation. An 
example being physicians, who routinely encounter suffering, are considered for having a high 
prevalence rate of burnout and an elevated risk for suicide (Klimecki et al., 2013). 
Though there is currently not enough research to resolve whether the neural subsystems 
subserving empathy and compassion can be dissociated, some studies are revealing important 
differences between brain regions involved with empathic emotion sharing versus compassion (Lutz et 
al., 2008, Klimecki et al., 2013, Hutcherson et al., 2014). 
 
It seems that certain brain regions involved in experiencing social connection, encompass a broad 
region of the cortex such as the anterior cingulate cortices (ACC) and medial prefrontal cortex (mPFC), 
which are regions related to self-oriented processing, were increased (Hutcherson, Seppala & Gross, 
2014). This is similar to the findings on empathy by Klimecki and colleagues. Yet lower responses in 
the dorsal region of the mPFC, a region also involved with self-processing, correlated with successful 
generation of social connection feelings (Hutcherson et al., 2014, Klimecki et al., 2013). It seems then, 
that neurologically the ability to disengage from self-related thoughts may foster the subjective 
experience of social connection. 
 
So if the implications that the brain regions involved in social connection and empathy sharing are 
strongly tied to a person’s self-orientation, as if we are viewing/feeling another’s suffering through 
self-referential lenses, then it becomes easy to imagine how burnout can occur with frequent exposure 
to the negative emotions and suffering of others. So what might be a positive solution to increasing 
empathic emotion sharing while simultaneously reducing the negative effect one experiences during 
empathic feeling of negative emotions? This is worth understanding considering that we live in a world 
where we must cautiously navigate our social experiences with others, while also regulating our own 
emotions.  
 
Research Article 1: Brain Plasticity 
Klimecki (2013) wrote about the “plasticity of adaptive social emotions”. Neuroplasticity enables 
humans the ability to functionally and structurally change their brain. There is growing evidence to 
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support that training in meditation practices such as compassion meditation and loving-kindness 
meditation (LKM) can help strengthen an individual's ability to empathically feel with others, while 
also reducing the negative affect that is neurologically induced when sharing negative affect or 
suffering (Hutcherson et al 2014, Klimecki et al 2013, Lutz et al 2008). 
These two types of meditation share their focus on the cultivation of feelings such as 
unconditional love and compassion, typically starting with one’s self and then expanding the feelings 
outward to incorporate others, eventually aimed to all sentient beings. The study by Klimecki and 
colleagues (2013) which used a group that was initially trained in empathy, found that there was a 
counteractive effect on their negative affect involved during emotion sharing, when they were 
subsequently trained in compassion. Granted, this study was done using females only and so another 
study on males or both, might be necessary to generalize the information. However there are other 
studies that are supporting these findings as well. One such research was done with Matthieu Ricard 
who is a neurobiologist who abandoned his scientific career to become a Buddhist monk and is now 
what neuroscientists call “the happiest man ever tested”  (Chalmers, 2007). Ricard along with a team of 
three other scientists, designed a research study to observe functioning brain plasticity after empathy 
and compassion training. 
Twenty-five individuals were divided into an empathy training group and were subsequently 
trained in compassion, compared to a control group who participated in memory training. After each 
training program, both group’s brain activities were observed using an fMRI machine while they were 
exposed to videos depicting people suffering or everyday scenes. After the video task, participants 
were asked to rate how much empathy, positive affect, and negative affect that they had experienced 
while viewing the video (Klimecki et al 2013).              
The goal of the research was to investigate “functional neural plasticity underlying the 
augmentation of empathy and to test the counteractive potential of compassion” (Klimecki et al 2013). 
Empathy training was aimed at enhancing empathic sharing of feelings with other people in suffering 
while the compassion training was aimed at establishing care and warmth when faced with suffering of 
others or even oneself. Both empathy and compassion training were inspired from meditation practices 
(Klimecki et al. 2013 - Supplementary Data). Participants in the memory training group were instructed 
in computerized memorization tasks for recollecting words in ordered sequence.  
The results of the research show that the neurological brain activity related to empathic feelings 
was enhanced after empathy training compared the control group that went through memory training. 
The team discovered that there were overlapping brain regions involved in empathic sharing of 
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emotions when viewing people in distress that correlate with self-perceived suffering. The results of 
the fMRI scans showed, along with the questionnaire results, that the participants who had gone 
through empathy training became distressed and overwhelmed after viewing videos depicting others 
suffering. The same group was tested again after compassion training and exposed to the stimuli. By 
training compassion, participants would learn to cope with the balance of negative and positive affect. 
The compassionate self-other awareness has strengthened and decreased the distressing aspect of 
empathy. 
 
As mentioned earlier, empathy is often referred to as a positive emotion, but results show that it can be 
a stress factor. 
A Lutz and colleagues (2008) study discovered that experienced practitioners of compassion 
meditation exhibited stronger responses to negative emotional sounds in somatosensory regions versus 
the novice control group. This suggests that cultivating the intent to be compassionate and kind can 
enhance empathic responses to social stimuli (Lutz et al., 2008). So what is it that sets compassion 
apart from sheer empathy, or emotion sharing? 
Klimecki et al (2013) observed, in the research study mentioned earlier, distinct patterns of 
functional brain plasticity after empathy and compassion training, which allows for differentiating 
these two socio-affective mind states. It seems as though the neural circuitry of the brain regions 
enhanced by compassion building have powerful capabilities that can override the attachment to the 
neurological areas involved in experiencing negative affects in one’s self while sharing distressing 
emotion states. The research by Klimecki and colleagues (2013) evidenced that the brain regions, 
particularly the insula and aMCC, which are crucial in empathy for pain as well as their involvement in 
self-experienced pain and negative affect in general, were activated in response to watching others 
suffer after empathy training.  
However, with the same group, a subsequent training in compassion resulted in the activation of 
different neural networks, including an increase in positive affect even in response to equally 
distressing stimuli. In a study by Kang and colleagues (2013) on social biases, healthy non-black and 
non-homeless adults were randomly assigned to either a 6-week LKM practice, loving-kindness 
discussion group, or a control group. The data from the study indicated that the LKM practice group 
had an impact on implicit attitudes, which are automatically activated, when post tested on their 
attitude towards black and homeless people, whereas neither the control group nor the discussion group 
showed the same amount of improvement (Kang, Gray and Dovidio, 2014). This might be because 
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cultivating and training love and compassion through meditative practices involves a reorienting of 
associated neural connections. This can be evidenced by the observation of larger cortical thickness in 
emotion sharing regions among expert meditators of compassion, than among controls (Lutz et al., 
2008).  
The neural networks that are activated by compassion include regions associated with reward, 
love and affiliation which correlate to findings from other studies (Klimecki et al., 2013, Hutcherson et 
al., 2014, Lutz et al., 2008, Lee et al., 2012). Similar to empathy training, compassion training 
enhances emotion sharing and perspective taking, yet it conversely strengthens positive affect and 
increases brain activations in networks associated to affiliation and reward (Klimecki et al 2013). The 
data collected by Klimecki and colleagues (2013) suggest that the “generation of compassion in 
response to distressing situations is distinct from other emotion regulations, such as suppression or 
reappraisal, which involve active down-regulation of negative affect”. Furthermore, they suggest that 
by acknowledging the negative experience of others instead of suppressing it may be a “crucial 
prerequisite for the development of prosocial motivation and helping behavior” (Klimecki et al., 2013). 
 
The research on meditation practices that aim to foster compassion and social connection are 
expanding rapidly and increasing our understanding of human capacity for neurologically and 
behaviorally enhancing prosocial behaviors. It seems important however, that when strengthening 
empathic abilities, one includes practices that develop positive affect as well, in order to avoid 
enhanced distress in oneself. Therefore, it helps to be aware of the resulting differences between 
empathy and compassion.  
 
Many things are cultivated through the practice of meditation, including empathic feelings. However, 
one has to be aware of the practice itself and the effects it has. Moving too fast and losing self-
awareness may lead to distressful empathy (Bertelsen, 1991). To cope with this issue, it is applicable to 
use compassionate meditational practices to cultivate equanimity. Another research done in 2012 
illustrates how compassion training can benefit equanimity.  
 
Research Article 2: CBCT & Empathy  
Research done at the University of Arizona College of Medicine in 2012 evidenced that compassion 
training can develop and increase empathy-related neural brain activity and enhance empathic 
accuracy.  
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The research included twenty-one healthy participants who were divided into two groups; a 
group completing a Cognitively Based Compassion Training (CBCT) and a control group completing 
health discussion classes. After finishing the 8-week programs, participants completed the Reading the 
Mind in the Eyes Test (RMET) while receiving fMRI scans. The results showed that the CBCT-group 
displayed more brain activity in the brain regions associated with empathy and interpersonal feelings 
and they were also more likely to score high in the RMET test. 
CBCT is an 8-week training program created by Lobsang Tenzi Negi and is inspired by the 
ancient Buddhist Tibetan “Lojong” tradition, however, the underlying spiritual aspects of the tradition 
were omitted. The participants in the control group engaged in weekly discussions about the effects of 
exercise, medicine and stress on health. (Mascaro et al, 2012).  
To demonstrate the difference in effect between the two practices, both groups performed the 
RMET which is comprised of showing black and white pictures of people expressing different 
emotions. These pictures were presented with four options, which one of which was correct and 
participants were asked to match the associated emotion to the photo. Participants received fMRI scans 
during the task to detect what brain regions were active. The results showed that the participants in the 
CBCT group scored higher on the test than the control group. Moreover the CBCT group had higher 
activity in the dorsomedial PFC and the inferior frontal gyrus than the control group. These brain 
regions are interestingly correlated with decision making and typically implicated with deciding 
whether or not to take action (Toga, 2015 & Coch et al., 2007).  
 
This study suggest that the empathic intelligence involved in reading other individual’s emotions can 
be cultivated through a meditational compassion training program. Furthermore, the brain scans imply 
that CBCT training can also facilitate development in the neural network associated with decision-
making which is an important element of equanimity. The term equanimity can be identified as an 
essential ability to control emotions associated with empathy and compassion. From this research, we 
can interpret that the 8-week CBCT training cultivated the participant’s equanimity and simultaneously 
decreased empathic distress by managing the emotions involved in empathic emotion sharing.  
 
We have seen throughout the empirical data that we have analyzed that brain changes, by means of 
neuroplasticity, are possible, and that meditational practices can affect empathic feelings by 
strengthening associated brain regions. However, developing empathic accuracy can perhaps have 
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negative consequences. By cultivating equanimity, human empathy and compassion can be a beneficial 
factor to enhance self-other connectedness and balanced well-being.  
But how reliable is this empirical data?  
 
Criticism of Empirical Data  
Even though research points to the fact that the practice of meditation results in increased empathic 
accuracy and increased activity in brain regions associated with empathic feelings, many have been 
skeptical of the results. Developing methodologically rigorous and theoretically clear research can be 
quite daunting because of the numerous aspects that need to be taken into account. Additionally, 
because meditation’s primary effect is on the internal world of the subject, many western scientists 
have argued that measurements made of its effects could be inaccurate or misleading. In the following 
sections we will discuss why this could be. Additionally, we will argue that even though the current 
western scientific paradigm is limited when it comes to studying meditation and its effects, by 
introducing different methods of looking at the problem such as contemplative science and philosophy, 
the meditation and its effects on empathic feelings can be better understood. 
 
Qualitative Research  
Most of the research done on meditation, and certainly the empirical research we have been basing our 
project on, has been qualitative research. That means that the tests were performed on small groups of 
people, in an attempt to getting more in-depth information, compared to a quantitative analysis. 
 
The first issue that comes to mind regarding qualitative analyses is its applicability to the population at 
large. Because of the nature of qualitative research, which employs a small sample of participants 
which are studied in detail, it is questionable whether the results obtained can be generalized to a larger 
scale.(Johnson, 2015) This can prove to be problematic to our hypothesis, because even though the 
research shows that meditation does have an effect on human empathic feelings, it might be that it does 
so only for a small part of the population which have certain characteristics in common and might not 
necessarily be applicable to all humans. This could be seen in the research paper that looked at the 
effects of meditation on empathic feelings and its influence on brain plasticity called “Differential 
Pattern of Functional Brain Plasticity After Compassion and Empathy Training”, where the participants 
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of the study were only women. In order to be able to generalize the results, more studies about the 
subject need to be made, using different samples of the population, and in different contexts.    
 
The second area where qualitative research can falter has to do with the types of data collection 
methods that have been employed In the qualitative research we have analyzed, two types of data 
collection methods can be observed: the researchers either collected empirical data, through fMRI, 
EEG scans or RMET tests, or they assessed the participants’ subjective experiences through 
questionnaires and surveys. In their book, “The Buddha Pill”, pioneering psychologists Miguel Farias 
and Catherine Wikholm have discovered potential problems with both of these kinds of data collection 
methods. Both Farias and Wilkholm have utilized data collection methods and identified the problems 
associated with them in an overall inquiry about meditation’s effects and in research involving prison 
environments.  
 
Empirical Data Collection  
The problems usually associated with analyzing the observable effects of meditation in the brain 
through fMRI, EEG and RMET tests have to do with lack of a proper control group, sampling biases or 
what is known as a “type I error”.  
 
Control Groups  
A control group refers to a group of people being examined in parallel with the experimental group. In 
order for the researchers to be able to know whether the results obtained from the experiment are valid, 
they need to perform the same kind of test on at least 2 groups of people: an experimental group (in our 
case the groups doing meditation) and a control group (a group of people that are going about as 
normal). This method allows the researchers to compare results effectively and determine whether 
there is a significant change between the people practicing meditation with those who are not. In 
addition to a control group, it is preferable that researchers employ an active control group, which is a 
group of people that will be exposed to a similar experiment to the one the experimental group is going 
through. 
 
When it comes to studies on meditation, an active control group would be a group of people 
performing an activity similar to the one tested. However, creating a proper active control group for 
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research on meditation and its effects on empathic feelings represents a challenge due to the difficulties 
in finding an appropriate placebo activity that would be similar to a meditational practice, and yet at the 
same time not meditation practice. The studies that we have looked at employed active control groups 
which performed either health discussions or memory training, but it is questionable whether these 
activities represent a good alternative to meditational practices. For example, in the case of the research 
called “Compassion Meditation Enhances Empathic Accuracy and Related Neural Activity”, having a 
conversation about health factors does not really mirror the introspective activity of meditating through 
cognitive-based compassion training and does not constitute a good-enough placebo activity that could 
compare to meditational practices, making the use of an active control group less relevant to the 
inquiry at hand.  
 
It could be claimed that, because a proper placebo activity for meditation is so hard to find, in many 
cases researchers studying meditation may have resorted to using any kind of activity that would take 
as much time as the meditation practice in the experimental group. (Farias and Wikholm, 2015) This 
could be considered improper conduct of research, and more thought should be put into finding an 
appropriate placebo activity for meditation.  
 
However, we need to keep in mind that randomized control trials are usually used to test whether or not 
medicine is effective, and even though meditation is sometimes used in a clinical context, it is not a 
passive drug and cannot be tested as such. (Schmidt and Walach, 2014) There needs to be a new way 
of studying meditation, and we will further discuss this in the section called “Contemplative science”. 
 
Sampling Bias  
In order for the research to be valid and relevant, many things need to be taken into consideration so 
that the research will not be confronted with a sampling bias. It is important that the people who are 
participating in the experiment are a good representation of the general population, in order for the 
results to be conclusive. The risk that the people participating in the experiment do not accurately 
represent the entire populace is one of the biggest problems encountered when performing qualitative 
research. In order to avoid this, the researchers need to randomly allocate willing participants into an 
experimental group, a control group, and preferably, an active control group. The announcement posted 
by the researchers looking for participants is also something that needs to be thoroughly considered. 
Ideally, the announcement should not disclose the purpose of the research or its hypothesis, in order for 
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it not to attract certain types of people with an interest in the subject being studied, which in this 
particular case is meditation and empathic feelings. The problem with such a scenario would be that the 
participants could exhibit inaccurate effects compared with the rest of the population if they, for 
example, are already especially empathic or compassionate, or if they have extensive experience and 
interest in meditative practices.   
 
Type I Error  
A type I error, also known as a “false positive”, occurs when researchers observe a statistically 
significant difference, when in truth there is none, or otherwise the difference can be attributed to 
chance (Berkeley, 2015). We can see how this is relevant in studies done on meditation because even 
though they report changes related to empathic feelings being produced, these could be the result of a 
different element, and not meditation itself. For example, it is common that the practice of meditation 
induces relaxation, and it might be that this one factor triggers changes when it comes to empathic 
feelings. Or perhaps it is meditation, though unclear as to which part of the meditative practice has an 
influence on empathic feelings. In the article “The Multi-Faceted Nature of Mindfulness”, Mark Leary 
and Eleanor Tate discuss how meditation is a complex, multi-faceted phenomenon. They attribute 
different components to meditation, and focus on the following five: mindful attention, diminished 
self-talk, non-judgment, non-doing and philosophical, ethical, or therapeutic beliefs (Leary and Tate, 
2007). In the studies we have researched, meditation is seen as a monolith, a single element having 
influence on empathic feelings. Therefore, even though changes have been reported, it is impossible 
(without further research specifically targeted at that) to say whether they are attributed to one or more 
of the components of meditation.  
Another way to approach this problem is considering that all of the components of meditation 
working together constitute the changing force. According to Eleanor Rosch, as stated in “The Meeting 
of Meditative Disciplines and Western Psychology” (Walsh and Shapiro, 2006), the interdependence of 
these elements should be taken more seriously, and in our philosophical analysis we will discuss this 
point by showing that trying to dissect the practice of meditation takes us further away from 
understanding it.   
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Questionnaire/Survey Data Collection  
Another problem linked to qualitative research is also one of its most distinctive aspects, namely 
subjectivity. According to the authors of “The Buddha Pill”, a book that examines in a very critical 
way whether or not meditation has any effects on the people practicing it, several issues arise from 
collecting data through questionnaires and surveys. One of the main problems identified has to do with 
“social desirability effects” – participants want to appear more mindful because it is socially desirable. 
Most people have come to associate meditation and mindfulness with positive results, so it is not 
unlikely that the participants of experiments on the effects of meditational practices might have 
reported stronger effects. If the participants have been lead to believe that that is what the researchers 
are expected to find, they will tend to, consciously or subconsciously, exaggerate perceived effects. 
This issue, however, can be counterbalanced with additional questionnaires aimed at discovering what 
kind of expectations the participants have about the efficacy of meditation or its “placebo”, and 
whether or not they have a tendency to project themselves in a favorable light (Farias and Wikholm, 
2015).  
 
Confirmation Bias  
Subjectivity can also play a disruptive role in analyzing and interpreting the data collected. 
Confirmation bias can easily occur in qualitative research, as researchers can knowingly or 
unknowingly direct the participants of the experiment or its results towards confirming their 
hypothesis. This can and does happen in a number of ways: either by only reporting the best, most 
interesting findings, (ones that are most confirming of the hypothesis) or by publishing the less-
appealing results in a separate study (Farias and Wikholm, 2015). 
Some of the criticism attributed to qualitative research where data is collected through 
questionnaires has to do with the level of imposition that the researcher has on the questions being 
asked. The researcher directs the questionnaire in a certain area and chooses the questions in 
accordance with what they want to find out, based on their own assumptions about what is relevant and 
what is not. In doing so, however, they might unknowingly be omitting several issues that also arise 
from meditation which could prove to be relevant, but which will not be taken into account because the 
participant has not been asked to disclose them (Surrey, 2015). This, in turn, can lead to a “type II 
error”, also known as a “false negative”, which consists of the failure to notice or take into account 
differences that do appear (Berkeley, 2015).  
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Accompanied by an Ethical System  
As mentioned before, meditation is comprised of different components. The ones described were 
mindful attention, diminished self-talk, non judgment, non doing and philosophical, ethical or 
therapeutic beliefs (Leary and Tate, 2007). While we have discussed the issues related to the effects of 
mindful attention, diminished self-talk and other components of meditation, it is important to also take 
into consideration whether mindfulness naturally promotes compassion, or whether it needs to be 
accompanied by an ethical system in order to develop empathic feelings.  
 
As far as we are aware of, meditation has never been taught without being accompanied by a belief 
system, whether this belief system was a religious one, an ethical one, or a therapeutic one (Farias and 
Wikholm, 2015). When one learns to meditate, they do not only learn how to practice non-judgmental, 
mindful, present awareness, they also receive context with the teaching. Learning where meditation 
stems from, how and why it was developed, or at least why one would want to be practicing it, might 
be an essential component to meditation and the changes it can promote in the individual.  
 
Meditation is a tool that can be used to accomplish many purposes. The classic example used to 
showcase this is the Japanese samurai example. These ancient warriors practiced meditation as part of 
their everyday training (Leary and Tate, 2007). The reason for this was that, by dissolving the ego and 
being able to be in a focused, present state of mind, samurais would be more efficient in a 
confrontation. If practiced without an ethical belief system that promotes compassion and oneness with 
all living beings, meditation still increases the ability to focus by “decreasing self-absorption, calming 
emotional overreactions, and allowing a greater degree of control over one’s actions” (Leary and Tate, 
2007), while also bypassing the fear of death. Therefore, killing or losing their own lives would mean 
little to the samurais practicing meditation. Thus, through the practice of meditation they become more 
efficient at what they do, but not necessarily more compassionate.  
Stemming from the points we have made before, we can conclude that regardless of the way it 
is being used, meditation has an effect on empathic feelings, whether it is minimizing or maximizing 
them, however, in order for it to have beneficial, prosocial effects, it is necessary for it to be 
accompanied by an ethical belief system.  
In our philosophical analysis, however, we will point out the mechanisms behind meditation’s 
capacity to change empathic feelings and argue that in the cases where meditation is used to distance 
oneself from others, we are dealing with a misunderstanding and misuse of the practice. 
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Empathic feelings as side-effects?  
It is important to keep in mind that Buddhism arose as a philosophy meant to shake the sense of self 
and make people realize the true nature of reality. It has subsequently developed in many different 
ways, with different practices and beliefs. We can argue that meditation represents only a part of 
Buddhism, since this oriental philosophy also brings forth different belief systems and teachings. 
Meditation is a tool which was initially developed in order to see through self-deception, and the fact 
that it also helps with attention regulation, body awareness, emotion regulation, and self-perception and 
subsequently effects empathic feelings seems to be more of a side-effect (Farias and Wikholm, 2015). 
However, we argue that this view of meditation and its effects on empathic feelings is skewed and 
stems from an inaccurate understanding of the mechanisms of meditation. We will further develop this 
argument in the philosophical analysis.   
 
The Subjective Experience: Qualia  
Additional problems arising from the use of questionnaires and surveys have to do with the fact that the 
inner, subjective world is a very complex one, and does not lend itself to direct observation. Therefore, 
there is no way of telling whether a respondent has been truthful or not, how much thought has gone 
into the answers or how they have interpreted the questions (Surrey, 2015). 
Because there is no way of assessing a respondent’s truthfulness or accuracy, there is no way of 
guaranteeing the validity of research which employs questionnaires and surveys as data collection 
tools. This stems from a general problem concerning the place of subjectivity in the current Western 
scientific paradigm.  
It is well known among philosophers that science as it is cannot offer us information on all 
there is to know about the human experience. For example, even if we know how the mechanisms 
behind seeing, hearing, feeling work, how receptors in these organs transmit information to the brain 
where it is processed, all the scientific information that we can learn and discover about the subject will 
never account for the subjectivity of how it is to experience seeing, hearing, feeling. If a blind man 
learns all there is to know about how the eyes work, he will still not know what it feels like to see. 
According to Frank Jackson, an Australian philosopher, “there are certain features of the bodily 
sensations especially, but also of certain perceptual experiences, which no amount of purely physical 
information includes.” These kind of unaccountable subjective experiences are called qualia (Jackson, 
2015).  
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Science and especially the natural sciences are mostly based on objective observation and are 
associated with the assumption that the world we live in is a physicalist (materialist) world (Jackson, 
2015). Physicalism is a philosophical position which argues that everything in the Universe is physical 
or “supervenes on the physical.” (Stoljar, 2001). This means that, according to physicalism, we can 
understand everything that there is to understand about the world by looking at the material world and 
its processes and effects. But the fact is that physicalism completely ignores the subjective account of 
individuals and their qualia, and “nothing you could tell of a physical sort captures the smell of a rose, 
for instance. Therefore, Physicalism is false.” (Jackson, 2015) According to the conclusion we came to 
earlier, that objective knowledge is not the only type of knowledge that exists, if we want to have a 
better understanding of the Universe and all its processes, it is necessary to take into consideration 
subjective experience as well. As being the human endeavor to know and understand the Universe, 
science needs to be inclusive of all the types of knowledge that humans have access to, and that 
includes the subjective account and qualia. Therefore, for a better understanding of meditation and its 
effects on empathic feelings, science needs to reorient itself towards taking into account practitioner’s 
own internal insight.     
One way for the Western scientific paradigm to have a better understanding of meditative 
practices and their effects, is by participating in a process of assimilation and integration with Eastern 
traditions which generally emphasize more on the subjective experience and inner world. In the 
following section we will show how this clashing of cultures is already happening, what the stages that 
it has to go through are, and how it is relevant to our inquiry.  
 
Clashing of East & West  
It has recently become apparent that in order to be able to study meditation and its effects on empathic 
feelings in a thorough, all encompassing-way, Western science needs to adopt a broader approach to 
understanding this contemplative technique.  
 
Since its introduction in Western society, meditation has become the main focus of many research 
endeavors trying to understand the effects and potential benefits of the practice. However, in its 
attempts to conceptualize and understand this practice from a Western tradition and perspective, “much 
of the richness and uniqueness of meditation and its psychologies and philosophies have been 
overlooked” (Walsh and Shapiro, 2006),  
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Eastern traditions emphasize that there are many different types of meditational practices which 
promote mental development and cultivate beneficial mental capacities such as calmness, concentration 
and compassion, while in the West, meditation has come to signify a “self-regulation strategy with a 
particular focus on training attention” (Walsh and Shapiro, 2006). Western views on meditation and its 
effects have been accused of being limiting, distorting and ethnocentric and we currently find ourselves 
in the process of integrating Eastern, subjective-oriented views on the mind and its workings (Walsh 
and Shapiro, 2006). By taking into consideration Eastern traditions and being more culturally sensitive, 
the Western scientific research could broaden its understanding of the practice. 
 
This meeting of cultures has been in the making since meditation was first brought to Western society 
and became a widespread practice. In their research paper entitled “The Meeting of Meditative 
Disciplines and Western Psychology”, Roger Walsh and Shauna L. Shapiro have identified the three 
stages that the meeting of Western and Eastern traditions have gone through until the present. In order 
for a meeting of cultures to be possible, the first step consists of the two cultures being mutually 
ignorant of each-other and in doing so can determine, in their own separate contexts, a unique 
conclusion. After centuries of parallel development of these two major intellectual disciplines, a 
paradigm clash has been produced when meditational practices reached the West. This paradigm clash, 
known as the second step in the meeting of cultures, has caused much ignorance and misunderstanding, 
as the two cultures tended to dismiss one-another and assume that their own paradigm was the correct 
one. However, the more these two intellectual traditions were in contact, the more people on either side 
became more open to each-other, paving the way for the third step, assimilative integration, which 
consists of an integration of the complementary perspectives of Eastern and Western traditions.  
The authors then identify three further stages for the development of an integral and holistic 
framework from which meditation and its effects can be better studied and understood. The next step 
consists of a process of mutual enrichment which shifts the focus from assimilation to accommodation 
of perspectives and ideas which will expand and enrich current conceptual categories. This is followed 
by an integrative stage in which the mutual enrichment becomes increasingly more organized and 
systematic. This leads to the last and final stage, a structure and framework for understanding 
meditation as a whole practice. This new holistic, comprehensive and coherent conceptual framework 
would integrate ideas and perspectives from both Eastern and Western traditions, and would be the 
most accurate and all-encompassing way to analyze meditation and its effects on empathic feelings.  
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There are already signs that suggest that this kind of holistic framework is starting to develop. 
With the emergence of contemplative science, a paradigm which integrates the subjective perspective 
in its analysis of the world, we are coming closer to bridging scientific paradigms, which will allow a 
more panoramic, richer understanding of meditation and its effects on empathic feelings.  
 
Contemplative Sciences  
The field of meditation research has revolutionized the way modern Western science looks at the 
world. It challenged the methodology and current scientific practice used by pointing out to the neglect 
of experience usually encountered in research, and brought to light how ethnocentric and limiting this 
way of analyzing things can be (Schmidt and Walach, 2014). As Eleanor Rosch pointed out, “yes, 
research on the meditation traditions can provide data to crunch with the old mindset. But they have 
much more to offer, a new way of looking” (Walsh and Shapiro, 2006). This happens because 
meditation is more than just a research object, it is also, in itself, a scientific method, one that employs 
the first-person perspective for introspection, which leads to a better understanding of our inner 
processes.  
This new type of research method, also known as contemplative science, differs from the 
standard way of looking and is more suited for trying to understand the first person experience, which 
is also our primary access to the world and cannot be objectively observed by others (Schmidt and 
Walach, 2014).  
 
Contemplative science differs from regular scientific practice in a number of ways. One of these is that 
researchers engaged in studying meditation often meditate themselves, a very unusual and frowned 
upon practice, since the current paradigm regards objectivity as its highest value. Introspective 
approaches are considered to be prone to error and personal experience is stigmatized when compared 
to third-person approaches because no good, trustworthy way of studying them has been found 
(Schmidt and Walach, 2014). However, just because we don’t know how to properly study and analyze 
internal insight, does not mean that it should be set aside and considered unimportant only for 
pragmatic reasons. We have seen how, by focusing solely on objectivity, the Western scientific 
paradigm leaves out information about the world, and if we want to have a better understanding of 
meditation and its effects on empathic feelings, subjectivity is an essential component. Therefore, we 
argue that the researcher’s active engagement in meditation is not a downside, but a positive addition to 
our current scientific practice.   
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Furthermore, as we briefly mentioned in our analysis, there have been numerous studies on 
meditation which have yielded varying results from fMRI and EEG scans, even though all the 
participants in the studies were practicing the same meditation technique. This happens precisely 
because the practice of meditation is an internal, individual and subjective process, and these kind 
empirical research methods are not completely fitted to study this subject. These kinds of research 
methods are generally used in order to test a passive drug through a randomized controlled trial, but as 
we have seen, meditation is not a passive panacea, but an ongoing process that is internalized by each 
and every practitioner and leads to changes primarily perceived through internal insight (Schmidt and 
Walach, 2014). Therefore, contemplative science is better adapted to understand these processes and 
effects.  
 
We have seen how the current Western scientific paradigm is insufficient for understanding meditation 
and its effects on empathic feelings in a holistic, all-encompassing way because the very understanding 
of it is grounded in subjective experience. Therefore, together with the development of contemplative 
science as a research method, we need to approach the subject from a different plane of understanding.  
 
Philosophical Analysis  
“To try to isolate and manipulate single factors that actually operate only systematically is like killing 
a rabbit and dissecting it to look for its aliveness.” 
(Rosch, 2007) 
 
We have looked at the empirical reasoning for why meditation might be used for cultivating empathetic 
feelings. We need, however, to consider the origin of the entire practice that is in itself entirely 
philosophical. 
 
Arguments for what is happening when we meditate and why it works on empathic feelings rest upon 
several abstract concepts, namely consciousness, non-duality and Ego. Ego is the internal mechanic at 
work in our minds that stops us from fully realizing our empathic feelings, consciousness is the depth 
inside ourselves wherein this knowledge lies, and non-duality is the perspective we need to adhere to in 
order to realize this internal truth. This is, in short, what we will be arguing in the following analysis.  
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The problem with conceptualizing the inner workings of these subjects is that the method of 
obtaining the answers is rooted in interpreting introspective experiences, which is considered a 
somewhat dubious source in the eyes of contemporary modern science. Therefore, we must 
philosophize. The knowledge we will be drawing on is taken from the minds of meditators and 
meditators alone. Some may be neurologists, psychiatrists, monks, or physicists, but they all share the 
one common investigative method: meditation. The reason this method potentially answers questions 
modern science cannot, might be that it operates under the understanding that objective truth is within 
man from the beginning. We do not need to search for eternal sources to prod, categorize, and dissect, 
but we merely need to be still, observe our mind at work and thereby awaken to the truth of reality. 
The founder of mindfulness meditation, Jon Kabat-Zinn, puts it like this:  
 
“Meditation is the only intentional, systematic human activity which at bottom is about not trying to 
improve yourself or get anywhere else, but simply to realize where you already are.” (Kabat-Zinn, 
1994) 
 
So why does observing our internal processes through meditation work? What does this reality consist 
of? And what are we looking for? We will attempt to answer these question in the following 
discussion. 
 
The Self & The Ego  
“The realm of consciousness is much vaster than thought can grasp. When you no longer believe 
everything you think, you step out of thought and see clearly that the thinker is not who you are.” 
(Tolle, 2003) 
 
The ego will be the focal point of our argumentation in this chapter as it is the main driving force 
behind the problems within scientific definition as well as being one of the main obstacles to 
empathetic ability in people. The definition of what an ego is contains abstract imagery and has 
multiple interpretations within culture, arts, psychology and philosophy. 
There is, however, an underlying structure to the ego that allows us to get a fair idea of what it 
is. Jes Bertelsen, a Danish mystic and recognized meditator, describes the self in one of his talks 
written in the book “Meditation”:  
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“Our personality, or sense of self, the one that we believe that we are, with parents, with background, 
and abilities, education and relationships, emotions, experiences, traumas, and so on, is a structure 
that is tied to the dual- use of consciousness. The way we experience ourselves as a person, the thing 
that we can see ourselves as, a self, as a subject, is a perception that is dependent on using 
consciousness in a dual manner. First you separate the world in internal and external, my body and the 
rest of the universe. You first learn to use consciousness as follows: I, this body, is separated from any 
other physical matter, from my mother and father, from all physical bodies and all other physical 
things. The distinction between internal and external, between this body and other bodies, that is the 
dual use of consciousness. It is the very foundation for us being able to get the perception of ourselves 
as a person, as a self, as a separated individual.”  (translated by Michael Holmen Grønbech from 
(Bertelsen, J. (1992)) 
 
Our idea of ourselves is incredibly important. We find comfort in knowing who we are and we will, in 
certain cases, if the attachment to something is strong enough, kill just to keep our perception of reality 
as we know it. This is why we hurt other people, why we have wars, famine, jealousy, hate, and 
murder. The ego-identified human will see clear difference between his or her needs and the need of 
other people. This duality we operate in is the illusion Gautama Buddha sought to awaken us to so as to 
end human suffering. 
 
If we look at empathy the problem is not at all that hard to understand. Empathy is being able to feel 
what another human being is feeling. If the ego was to be allowed absolute power, it would surely not 
allow such a thing to occur. If the subjective experience of someone else becomes your own you would 
be mixing the external with the internal. When this happens we move towards a non-dual perception, 
and with this change comes fear. The ego has made a foundation on which internal and external are 
separate, and it is from this standpoint that everything is perceived. When the very core of reality is 
shook or challenged, the identity one has built up dissolves into thin air. It is therefore vital to the very 
survival of the ego that you exhibit as little empathy as possible, that you identify with people as little 
as possible. The inability to feel the connectedness between one and other drives the disconnection 
itself. In order to dissolve the illusion of separation, we must distance ourselves from the dual nature of 
the ego. 
And this is where the main idea behind meditation becomes useful. Meditation as we 
understand it, is a non-dual use of consciousness. 
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By practicing meditation, we distance ourselves from the eternal battle of the ego between the 
internal and the external world, letting us observe this conflict from afar. By truly witnessing our 
thoughts we do not merely observe the thoughts themselves - we observe ourselves, observing the 
thinking. We distance ourselves from disturbances and self - referencing. We no longer identify with 
our thoughts, becoming the observers, experiencing the state of no - mind. (Tolle, E. 1999) 
 
We search inside ourselves to find the inner peace and set the mind to a resting state of being. When 
doing this, we separate ourselves from our ego and gain a deeper realization of how constantly 
distracted we are because of it. It is through meditation that we become aware of duality and the dual 
behavior of our ego. Thus meditation is a tool to contrast the ego and the enlightened state of being by 
mirroring the two. Allowing the mind to observe with non-judgment, it is then possible to confront our 
suffering and remove this duality. 
To practice meditation throughout the years and look within ourselves enables us to diminish 
duality and balance the ego and the enlightened state of being. We also integrate loving feelings 
towards oneself and the other. This is a crucial factor to develop compassion.  
Before diving into analyzing how the enlightened state of being and ego are mirrored with 
meditation, we will illustrate the philosophy of the mind.  
 
Philosophy of Mind  
Philosophy of the mind, as the name indicates, is the area within philosophy that concerns itself with 
consciousness. It arose from philosophers trying to explain what consciousness is, how it is connected 
to the physical world as well as the relationship between the human body and the mind. 
These questions are still being debated furiously and not only within philosophy, but also within 
cognitive science, psychology, neurology, and many other scientific disciplines. We will, for the sake 
of clarity, introduce four basic positions within philosophy of mind.  
 
Materialism  
Philosophical materialism is based on the fundamental assumption that the world is entirely material. It 
is therefore, from the perspective of this theory, sufficient to only research the material in order to 
explain consciousness, in this case the human brain. 
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The materialistic position is quite widespread both within neurological science and with the general 
public, one could argue that materialistic views are part of the Western paradigm of scientific thought.  
 
Idealism  
“Esse est percipi (To be is to be perceived). ... All the choir of heaven and furniture of earth - in a 
word, all those bodies which compose the frame of the world - have not any subsistence without a 
mind.” - George Berkeley (Ziccardi, M. 2012) 
 
Also known as subjectivism. Idealism is about the exact opposite to materialism. This position has the 
fundamental assumption that consciousness is the primary force in the universe and that all that is 
material is born or emitted from consciousness. Physical phenomenon must therefore be thought to be a 
consequence of consciousness.  
Alternatively, an idealist can be under the assumption that the material world does exist, but 
only because of the fact that it is being experienced or observed. The world does not have any objective 
existence in and of itself. This idea does not take up a lot of space in the debate as it is counter-intuitive 
for a Western minded philosopher or scientist. It has however many supporters within Eastern 
philosophy, such as Buddhist thought, where the fundamental thought is idealistic. 
It is not ignored in Western society however, great thinkers such as Ken Wilber, Alan Watts, 
David R. Hawkins and Jes Bertelsen are all advocating the merit of Idealism in the philosophical 
debate.  
 
Dualism  
The dualistic position recognizes the existence of both a material and conscious world wherein neither 
can be said to have any precedence on each other. Both phenomenon exists as fundamental aspects of 
reality, and cannot be reduced to a shared state. This position has roots in Rene Descartes’ (1596 - 
1650) philosophy (Blackburn, 1999). His opinion was that consciousness consisted of a non-spatial 
mental substance that existed in another dimension of reality than the Material substance which the 
physical world consisted of. These two are also referred to as mind and matter, whereas the mind is 
considered to be our consciousness, the awareness of our own existence and others, and the material 
matters in terms of our body and everything we experience with our senses. In Cartesian dualism, it is 
understood that mind and matter exists separately from each other. Yet distinct, they correlate on a 
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certain level. The mind has no causal effects on the matter, but the matter, in this case the body, can 
influence the mind. This is called epiphenomenalism (Blackburn, 1999). Some philosophers might 
reject epiphenomenalism, but we would like to elaborate by bringing in meditation’s role to this 
phenomenon. 
 
As we have mentioned throughout this paper, the brain is malleable and studies show that meditation 
can influence certain brain impulses. By practicing meditation, we are using our body to create a focus 
for the mind. Using the senses to, say, focus on our breathing or stare at a certain object is an action 
produced by the body, hence the matter. When practicing this action throughout a longer period of 
time, we come to a point where we feel changes in the mind (Rinpoche, 2007). Let us exemplify: The 
empirical data demonstrates that meditational practices seem to have an effect on empathic feelings, 
such as compassion which is a feeling existing in the realm of mind. The meditational practices are 
done with the body and senses existing in the realm of matter to then affect compassion, hence the 
realm of mind. Thus, by using the material world, the matter, we can through meditation create causal 
effects on the mind. Therefore, meditation is veritably a criteria to justify epiphenomenalism.  
 
Dualism is a crucial factor in meditation when viewed from a philosophical standpoint. In the 
following section, we will analyze and discuss how meditation works in the non-spatial mind and 
furthermore how this can affect empathic feelings.  
 
Non-Duality  
We have described in what form dualism and meditation are coherent. But philosophically speaking, 
the world is not that simple. To succeed in Buddhist meditative practices one must become non-dual. 
We are aware of this paradox, but before destructing this claim, one must understand that the above 
written section is in fact not similar to the following section. Meditation and Cartesian Dualism are 
indicators for the material world interfering with the non-spatial world. It is purely a confirmation of 
the world being dual. In the following section we will not discuss dualism, but the philosophy behind 
meditation’s path to well-being through non-duality.  
 
It is often discussed whether or not the mind is dual - we call this the double-aspect theory. Double-
aspect theory is the assumption that consciousness and material in reality are two sides of the same 
coin. In turn with this assumption it is absurd to talk about consciousness arising in the physical 
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universe as it in reality always existed there. Consciousness constitutes therefore the inner workings 
of existence while the physical material constitutes the outer. Consciousness and the physical represent, 
therefore, the particles and atoms that the world is build upon. But, because consciousness is part of the 
material that makes up the world, it can never truly and irrefutably know itself (Wilber, 1994). The 
physicist Werner Heisenberg states:  
 
“It had been possible to see what could be wrong with the fundamental concepts like matter, space, 
time, and causality that had been so extremely successful in the history of science. Only experimental 
research itself, carried out with all the refined equipment that technical science could offer (...) 
provided the basis for a critical analysis - or, one may say, enforced the critical analysis - of the 
concepts, and finally resulted in the dissolution of the rigid frame.” (Wilber, 1993).  
 
He claims, that science is technically obstructing itself which can be interpreted as all evidence not 
being true. But with no truth, we cannot conjecture what is real and what is not. Therefore, we must 
somehow have a standpoint from both Western and Eastern science. As mentioned earlier, this is called 
contemplative science and we are using this theory, when investigating meditative practices and the 
science behind it.  
 
It is thus not possible to distance ourselves from our own reality to then realize the ego. This must arise 
through meditation.  
Meditation is a tool to eliminate the dual self, and achieve non-duality in the realm of mind. 
And in order to do so, we must observe ourselves from within the inside of our consciousness and find 
the ego. Although, this is not possible with a dual mind. merely looking at existence from two different 
angles. The universe is constantly observing itself, thus we as humans, who are part of the universe, is 
both being the observed and the observer. The physicist Arthur Eddington justifies that nature “(...) 
provides that knowledge of one-half of the world will ensure ignorance of the other half” (Wilber, 
1993). It can be apprehended as a knife that has to cut itself, or an eye that has to see itself. It is simply 
not possible. But in scepticism to the dual aspect theory, it must be understood that even Arthur 
Eddington is both parts of the universe - the observer and the observed. The physicist himself is 
observing the Practicing meditation will lead to unifying the dual worlds to become one (Bertelsen, 
1994).  
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Jes Bertelsen, the creator of “Vækstcenteret” (Growth Center) and the Danish leading philosopher in 
meditation, illustrates the neutral state of awareness as dual. The neutral state of awareness is the 
common state of being we are in, all waking hours of the day, and the constant stream of thought 
travelling through our consciousness (Bertelsen, 1991).  
This refers to the Buddhistic truth; “All emotions are pain”. It is commonly known that, say, 
sadness and jealousy are emotions of pain. But according to Buddhist philosophy, emotions like, say, 
happiness and love are a source to pain. This is exactly because the we, as humans, are dual - our mind 
is dual. The ego is creation an illusion of emotions being good and bad. However, it is not possible to 
have emotions without having pain. Happiness is a result of shifting from the opposition, sadness, as 
well as sadness is a result of having experienced happiness to feel that emotion missing. Therefore, all 
emotions are pain and this is an issue of the neutral state of awareness’ duality (Bertelsen, 1991).  
 
According to Jes Bertelsen’s philosophy, the dual mind will at some point reach its limit and the Ego 
will break down to eventually make space for a third unknown most source. It is important to mention 
that this takes years of practice. The transmission from dual to non-dual consciousness happens in 
glimpses. The dual existence breaks down and a non-dual consciousness is then cultivated (Bertelsen, 
1991). When the non-dual consciousness is achieved, thoughts and emotions can be reversed to the 
source of origin by bringing that exact same thought or emotion in contact with the source. Say that we 
have a painful emotion. This emotion will, before even being uttered, be reversed to the consciousness 
and the consciousness will grow wiser by advancing these process. We are imbibing our manifestations 
automatically and in the very same present moment it is being realized by the consciousness to track it 
back to the source. This is the non-dual mind (Bertelsen, 1991).  
The non-dual mind is the superior state of Buddhist meditation. How does it affect empathic 
feelings such as empathy and compassion?  
 
Meditational Philosophy & Empathy  
The Indian meditational philosopher Osho claims that non-suffering is an experience of nonduality and 
that empathy is a spiritual happening (Rajneesh, 2015). When feeling empathy for another person we 
are feeling a false emotion in the neutral state of awareness. The ego is obtaining other individual’s 
painful emotions on a mental level. But when seeing the emotion as a mental emotion, hence feeling it 
in the world of matter, it is a false emotion. Empathy on a spiritual level is oneness. Becoming non-
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dual is a result of realizing the world is dual and therefore false. Thus, it is not empathic feelings of 
other individuals. It is the same feeling and emotion in every individual.  
 
“It is not knowing that the other has become happy, but it means I myself have become happy. It is not 
like this, that the moon is shining in the sky; but it is I too have been shining. (...) It is not that flowers 
have blossomed but it is I who have blossomed. Empathy means non-duality. Empathy means 
oneness.” (Rajneesh, 2015).  
 
When one perceives the world as non-dual, one can become aware that everything is connected on a 
material as well as an immaterial level. Thus, Osho explains empathy as a form of becoming one with 
the universe and realizing the spiritual interconnectedness with all living beings. 
 
This phenomenon has roots in the third seal/truth of Buddhism: All things have no inherent existence. 
What is meant by this appeals to Osho’s theory of true empathy only existing on a spiritual level. In 
Buddhism it is believed that all things existing in the world of matter are not truly existing. Thus, the 
world of matter is false and it is only the spiritual world that is applicable.  
 
In conclusion, meditation is a path to a non-dual state of being. The ego is keeping us blind to our 
delusion of reality as being dual and by meditating on the inner workings of our ego we can separate 
ourselves from its influence and thus cultivate our connectedness with the universe and other beings 
more fully. This results in a non-dual consciousness and the true feeling of empathy, which is 
connected to all other beings, is then known.  
 
Meditative Practice in Modern Society  
After investigating how meditative practices can affect empathic feelings, we can conclude that various 
aspects tie-in with human empathic feelings, which are able to be modulated by the power of the mind. 
But what can we use this for? 
 
As we already know, mindfulness, in Western society, is developed to cope with stress by cultivating 
empathic feelings. Scientific research has proven that compassion training does cultivate compassion, 
and can lead to the development of equanimity. This, as we see it, has the potential to lead to positive 
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personal. But mindfulness training is not only used for personal purposes. Mindfulness is being taught 
to and practiced by American army troops to develop equanimity as well as the ability to manage their 
empathic feelings (Gregoire, 2015). Soldiers are trained to go into battle without self referencing and 
without emotional reactivity as a part of their pre-deployment preparation program. The intention is to 
benefit the soldier’s equanimity skills to then avoid emotions having consequences on their judgement 
in stressful situations (Hall, 2015). This is beneficial for them when saying goodbye to their loved 
ones, thus the motive of the operation is to send them in battle with courage and less emphasis on the 
fear of losing their loved ones.  
           But with further analysis, it is also a tool to control other emotions than just the ones bound to 
their families and loved ones. It is also a tool to restrict empathic feelings towards the enemy. When a 
soldier faces an enemy soldier it is most likely that he relates to him on a mental humanitarian level 
which could result in hesitation of combat. But with trained skills in equanimity, there is a bigger 
chance of ignoring the empathic emotions and therefore less attachment to hesitation which will 
improve the soldier’s combat skills. We have seen similar phenomenon throughout history, most 
specifically in ancient Japan where they included Zen-meditation in training the samurai warriors. This 
was mostly to eliminate fear, but also to manage empathic feelings towards the enemy (Leary, 2007).  
           This seems to use mindfulness in a very narrow way and it speaks against mindfulness’ original 
idea and concept of derivation. Mindfulness was developed to cultivate compassion towards other 
living beings and to reduce stress, but now, the American military is using it for warfare purposes.  
 
Another example, which we have also mentioned earlier, is how therapists have learned to cultivate 
equanimity towards their patients through the practice of meditation. Compassion training has already 
been integrated in the community of therapists and is well-known as a tool to improve their medical 
therapeutic practices (Fulton, 2005). We have discussed the possibility of adding compassion training 
to other similar communities, such as hospitals. Through the practice of meditation, doctors would 
improve the same skill of managing their emotions towards patients and this would lead to beneficial 
effects for the patients as well.  
 
We like to believe that meditative practices should be used for positive purposes as they have intended 
to from their origin.  
 
Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche demonstrates the wonder of human empathic feelings: 
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“We’ve been able to build societies and civilizations that at least acknowledge the need to protect and 
care for the poor, the weak, and the defenseless”. (Rinpoche, 2007) 
This quote gives us a good illustration of compassion being an advantageous human ability. The human 
race has progressed to where we are today, because of our cooperation, intelligence, and compassion 
for other fellow beings. We believe that by cultivating this essential aspect of human nature, namely 
empathic feelings, we can create well-functioning societies and happiness for every individual.   
 
Conclusion  
Although it is nearly impossible to define meditation or to disclose the numerous practices and aspects 
that it encompasses, the fact that it is being incorporated into modern Western health care and 
psychology at an exponential rate, implies that there are great benefits to be gained. However, the 
difficulties of understanding the psychological and physiological benefits of meditation can be limiting 
when we consider our current scientific paradigm that does not value subjective experiences as valid 
research data. Yet, amidst our secularized Western scientific paradigm, the amount of professionals and 
experts from an array of fields that are practicing and promoting meditation practices is extraordinary.  
Even though empirical research demonstrates that meditational practices have a perceived 
effect on empathic feelings, this kind of research is insufficient when it comes to providing an all-
encompassing understanding of the problem. There needs to be a shift in focus to incorporate new 
perspectives of what is considered valuable to our understanding of human consciousness. This is 
accomplished by assimilating some of the underlying philosophies found in Buddhism into our concept 
of meditative practices. Eastern philosophies argue that the world is falsely perceived as dual, and this 
illusion can be shattered through the realization that all things are connected into one, which happens 
through the practice of meditation. It is here we realize that every individual being is connected, and 
because of this connection we develop empathic feelings.  
 
All in all, after discussing the varying problems associated with inquiries within this field of study, 
we conclude that meditational practices do affect empathic feelings, and this is supported both from 
an empirical and a philosophical standpoint.  
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We started with very little knowledge at the beginning of the semester about how to successfully 
develop a group project. This was due to the fact that none of our group members have worked in 
group settings at a university level before. Therefore, we were slightly unprepared to produce an 
assignment of this academic level. There were many elements of project work that we were 
oblivious to which needed to be learned in order to design an exceptional group project. We would 
have likely encountered more difficulties with our project work without the help of the Project 
technique progression course and the Problem-Oriented Project Workbook. In addition to guidance 
from the project technique course and workbook, as a group, our natural dynamic also contributed 
to the progression of our project. We will discuss further some of the challenges that we 
encountered while developing our project, as well as, mention the steps taken to accomplish a 
credible group project. 
 
Finding the correct problem formulation has been a long and difficult process. We’ve had many 
ideas, some better than others, but they were all important steps leading us to our final problem 
formulation.  When we first started discussing our research problem during the shopping rounds, we 
came up with an abundance of proposals for what the topic of the project should be. For example, 
one of the first concepts we discussed was the possibility of intertwining our interest of meditation 
and psychopaths, since we saw a connection and found the subjects very interesting. We discovered 
quickly that generating a problem formulation wasn’t as simple as it seemed and that we needed 
some guidance.  
We managed to find guidance by reading chapter 2, which teaches how one should go about 
generating the ideal problem formulation. We also got a lot of inspiration from reading this chapter 
and soon formed an idea about, in which direction we wanted to go with this project. We then 
agreed on doing a comparison of Western meditation and Eastern meditation, but after studying the 
chapter further, we soon found out that this idea was too vague and that we needed to formulate 
some sort of question instead of just doing a comparison. With this in mind, we managed to form 
our first problem formulation; we wanted to write about how meditational practices affect the 
self/ego.  
As the project progressed we changed our problem research once again; we now wanted to focus on 
the topic revolving around how meditational practices affect interpersonal relationships. After 
studying the book even further and having met with our supervisor a couple of times, we then 
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realized that this problem was too broad and that we needed to narrow it down. When we reached 
the midterm seminar we had decided to narrow it down to focusing on how practicing meditation 
can increase empathic abilities and thus help humanity overcome some societal issues it’s 
struggling with, in particular, the refugee crises. After presenting this idea to our opponent group 
and the supervisors attending the midterm seminar and getting their feedback, we then concluded 
that we still needed to narrow down our research problem. The topic of the effects of meditation in 
relation to the refugee crisis covered too big of a problem area, consequently making the problem 
formulation flawed. With the feedback we received at the midterm seminar in mind, we finally 
managed to reach a conclusion regarding our problem research and managed to form a proper 
problem formulation that matched the criteria mentioned in chapter 2.   
 
After finding out that our main focus was going to be on the effects of practicing meditation, we 
agreed that we wanted to interview a group of people who practice meditation and use the results as 
a main source. Upon discovering the disadvantages of this documentation technique and how time-
consuming it would be, we decided not to do any interviews after all. We agreed that two of the 
risks the book warns about, when using this documentation technique, were too big, namely, how 
it’s “easy to make mistakes if poor questions are asked” and “reflexivity” (Olsen & Pedersen, 2008, 
p. 231). We agreed that if the questions we asked the interviewees were too vague, the risk of them 
deviating from the topic we were researching was too big. We also knew regarding reflexivity, that 
we couldn’t ask the participants directly if they had noticed any changes in their empathic abilities 
since they started practicing meditation. This was because we were concerned with the participants 
giving us the answers that we “wanted”, thus ruining the validity of the interview.  
 
We also considered visiting Vækstcentret in Jutland, which is a facility for practicing meditation. 
We thought going to this facility would be extremely relevant since the founder of Vækstcentret 
wrote two of the books we were considering for our research. We were expecting to go there right 
after the midterm seminar. Regrettably, we didn’t end up going because as a result of receiving the 
feedback given to us at the midterm seminar we found out that we had more important matters that 
needed our attention. Therefore, instead of going to Vækstcentret in Jutland, we decided to make 
sure that we got the project back on track.   
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When the time came to start the actual writing, we went through a phase of writer’s block, as most 
groups typically do at some point during the process of writing the semester project. This is when 
chapter 5 (The Writing Process and Writer’s Block) came in handy. The book discussed that 
students tend to get writers block because they don’t think they have enough knowledge of the 
subject. Which applies to how we felt that we needed to gather more information before we could 
begin to produce any written material. We simply didn’t know where or how to start since there was 
so much work to be done. After consulting with our supervisor about this matter, we were given the 
task to make a draft of what we wanted to include in our project report, which consequently 
provided us with a rough outline for our project. Once we had an idea of what our table of contents 
was going to look like, we found it easier to add more to it. We proceeded to write down some 
terms that had to be defined in order to make the project more comprehensible to the reader, and 
also in order to avoid misunderstandings. Also, we started documenting all the material we were 
using in order to keep track of what we already had looked into so that multiple group members 
weren’t unknowingly researching the exact same material. As a result of putting the writing-
techniques, -tasks, and -exercises proposed in the book into practice, we had already acquired bits 
and pieces needed for the midterm seminar paper. This way we didn’t need to spend unnecessary 
time finishing writing the midterm seminar paper, meaning we could focus more attention on 
proceeding with writing the project report. 
When it was time to start writing the analytical part of the project we hit a brick wall once again. 
We were unsure of where to begin because there was so much that had to be done; we were 
procrastinating and needed motivation and needed some pointers on how to get started writing 
again. This is when we tried out the nonstop writing technique which we learned about in one of the 
lectures. The purpose of this method is to write in a continuous flow for a certain amount of time on 
the chosen topic without disruption. This made it easier to get started writing since doing this left us 
with some written material to work with rather than not having anything at all. We also tried some 
of the other writing tasks suggested in the book. For instance, the technique in part 1 of chapter 5, 
which instructed us to write summaries of the books and texts we had been reading, to share with 
one another. Not only did this help us share all of our newfound knowledge, but this also made it 
easier when we later needed to start referencing our sources.  
In addition to this, we also asked our supervisor to give us writing tasks for each meeting, so we 
didn’t come to the meetings empty handed. With the help of all these various tips and pointers 
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provided from the workbook, the project technique lectures, and our supervisor, we managed to get 
all of our writing done without too much struggle. 
 
At the beginning of the semester when we first started working on the project together, we had 
some trouble organizing our group meetings. As the book predicted in chapter 5, we would meet up 
without a specific agenda.  
 
“Too often, groups meet for a discussion without a written proposal that would provide a 
framework and agenda for the discussion. The result is wasted hours spent talking at cross-
purposes, or a loosely structured discussion” (Olsen & Pedersen, 2008, p. 79) 
 
We spent a lot of time procrastinating, discussing matters that weren’t very relevant to our research 
and going through things that we had discussed already. We just weren’t being very efficient in 
general. This is when we decided to try out organizing our meetings more properly. We were 
assigning tasks to one another, in order to become more efficient and make our group meetings go 
more smoothly. For every meeting we appointed a person to be our group coordinator. This person 
would be in charge of documenting the things being discussed, making a summary of the meeting to 
post on our group page on Facebook. During each meeting, we created a schedule together for the 
following meeting as well as the tasks needed to be done prior. After we had started doing this, 
every meeting served a purpose, thus making the meetings more productive and time-effective.  
 
As a group, we never experienced any drama or conflicts, so it’s safe to say that we have been very 
fortunate regarding that aspect. The group has been very well functioning, we’ve all had great 
chemistry and for the most part, we have been able to agree on all the choices we’ve made. 
Fortunately, since we experienced no issues regarding group dynamics we were able to focus our 
time and energy on getting the project done.  
 
In summary, we encountered some problems throughout the entire process of writing the project 
report. However, with the guidance and instructions from the workbook, the project technique 
courses, and our supervisor, we managed to overcome all the problems we faced. We applied 
various methods and techniques suggested from the book to our project work. The application of 
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these techniques aided us in overcoming struggles that we encountered along the way. Furthermore, 
the knowledge gained throughout this process has made us more equipped for future group work.   
 
Source:  
Bitsch Olsen, P. and Pedersen, K. (2008). Problem-oriented project work. Frederiksberg: Roskilde 
University Press.  
 
 
